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In the Byzantine period the Kaariye Camii, or mosque of Kaariye, 
served as the church of the monastery of Chora. The word chora had 
two meanings, one topographical and the other figurative. In its 
topographical sense it meant «in the fields,» that is, in a suburb 
outside the walls of a city. Some have taken this as an indication 
that the monastery, or at least some holy shrines which preceded 
the founding of the monastery, existed outside the walls built by 
the emperor Constantine the Great .and teherefore before the constr­
uction of the extant walls by the emperor Theodosius II (413 A D.). 
There is no doubt, however, '.hat in late Byzantine times a figurative 
or mystical meaning was given to the name of the monastery, for 
the word chora is used in some of the inscriptions with reference 
to certain abstruse attr'butes of Christ and of the Virgin. In one 
instance it is used in the sense of Christ as the dwelling place of 
those who live (IC XC H XW PA TW N  ZW N TW N ); in another 
wi*h the meaning of the Virg’n as the container of the uncontainable 
(H  XWPA TO Y A XW PH TO Y).
The churches that stood on this site in this earliest epoch were 
comp’etely destroyed by the earthquake of October 6, 557. The 
emperor Justinian then rebuilt the monastery and gave it a church 
in the form of a basilica ded’cated to the Holy Virgin. No trace of 
th:s building now exists above ground- The next reconstruction of 
whi'h the definite evidence exists is the almost comp'ete rebuilding 
of the church by Maria Dukaena, mother-in-law of Alexius I Com- 
nenos, in the 'he late eleventh century. The church was then dedi­
cated to the Holy Saviour. Parts of the present structure, notably
Cover p'cture :
Joseph the Carpenter and Mary at a Census in presence of Governor 
Crinius
(Mosaic in the lunette of the outer narthex)
the walls and arches of the nave, belong to this period of reconstruc­
tion.
During the Latin occupation of the city in the thirteenth cen­
tury the church fell into severe disrepair. It was restored, altered, 
and enlarged in the first decades of the fourteenth century by The­
odore Metochites during his term of office as Minister of the Trea­
sury under the emperor Andronikos II. It is to Theodore that we 
are indebted for the beautiful mosaics and frescoes that still exist 
in the Kaariye Cam'i. Later, af*er serving as the great Logothete in 
the reign of Andronikos II, Theodore suffered financial and poli­
tical misfortunes and spent the last years of his life as a monk in 
the monastery of Chora- On his death he was buried in the church 
he had rebuilt and decorated so lavishly.
Until the fall of the Eastern Roman Empire and the conquest 
of Istanbul by Mehmet II, the Conqueror, in 1453, this church 
retained a position of importance. During the siege of 1453 the 
famous icon of the Theotokos Hodigetria, traditionally considered 
as the protectress of the city and believed to have saved it from 
many sieges, was placed in the Chora. After the conquest the church 
was converted into a mosque by Hadim Ali Paşa, Grand Vezir of 
Sultan Bayazit II (1481 - 1512). All mosaics were left intact, alt - 
hough many were later damaged or lost as a result of earthquakes- 
In 1945 the budd'ng was proclaimed a historic monument and 
was attached to the Museum of Hagia Sophia-
The church consists of a nave, inner and outer narthexes, and 
a parecclesion, or side-church, which adjoins the nave along the 
south side. The building measures 27.5 by 26 75 m. The nave is 
cruciform in shape and is covered by a dome 7 m- in diameter- Its 
floor is marb'e and i's walls, up to the cornice, are covered by 
multicolored marble slabs. All mosaics in the vaults have perished 
except for some fragments of ornament in some of the windows. 
Three panels of mosax, however, still exist wirh’n the zone of 
marb'e revetments in the nave, one above the door at the west 
which represents the Dormition of the Virgin, and two at the sides 
of the eastern arch. The lost mosaics of the vaults doubtless perished 
as a result of earthquakes which caused the collapse of the main 
dome wh'ch was replaced in wood-
MOSAICS
The Chora today is a museum of mosaics and fresco painting 
of the last great perod of Byzantine art, and as such it exhibus 
the most eX'cnsivc and best preserved works of that period that 
now survive- Most of the mosaics have long been known, but today 
they are cleaned and repaired and now display their full brilliance 
of color.
In the outer narthex the scenes tell the story of the life of Christ,
each with an inscription that quotes from the text of the Gospels. 
In the lunettes around the walls above the cornice are incidents of 
childhood of Christ (such as the Journey of Joseph and Mary to 
Bethlehem, the Enrollment for Taxation in Bethlehem before 
Cyrenius, the Nativity, various scenes of Herod and the Massacre 
of the Innocents, the Return to Nazareth of the Holy Family, etc.) 
all arranged in chronological order. In the vaults above are scenes 
of the adult life of Christ and many of his miracles (such as John 
Baptizing in Jordan, the Temptations of Christ, the Miracles of 
Cana and of the Multiplication of Loaves, as well as various healing 
miracles).
In the inner narthex, above the door to the nave, is a portrait 
of Theodore Meto'-hites presenting a model of his church to Christ 
At the sides of the door are the apostles Peter and Paul. On the 
eastern wall, beneath the south dome, is the large panel of the 
Deesis which represents the standing figures of Christ and the 
Virgin. Above, in the dome, is Christ Pantocrator with the early 
genealogy of Christ, thirty-nine figures of the ancestors from Adam 
through the sons of Jacob. Beneath the dome there are again some 
of Christ’s healing miracles. In rhe dome at the northern end is 
the medallion of the Virgin and Child and the Kings of the house 
of David. The rema nder of the mosaics in the inner narthex 
represent scenes from the life of the Virgin derived from the account 
given in rhe apocryphal Book of James.
FRESCDES
The Parecclesion, or side chapel at the south side of the building, 
was decorated with frescoes from the vaults to the floor- The dome
contains a medallion of the Virgin and Child and twelve angels 
who stand between the beautifully decorated ribs of the dome. In 
the apse vaults are the Anastasis (Christ’s descent to Hell and re­
demption of Adam and Eve), and two of Christ’s miracles of 
resurrection: the Raising of the Daughter of Jairus, and of the 
Widow’s Son. Other paintings in the vaults above the cornice include 
the Last Judgement, the Entry into Paradise, and various Old 
Testament^scenes, such as Jacob’s Ladder and Moses and the Bur­
ning Bush, which were regarded as préfigurations of the Virgin. 
The walls below the cornice contain an extensive series of saints.
T he museum is open on Monday, Wednesday and Friday from
10:30 A M . to 4:30 P M .
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